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Assumptions of the Flower
as a Sexual Symbol in the Work of
Georgia O’Keeffe and Robert Mapplethorpe
The �lower is a subject seen so much in the history of art. 
Artists have been painting it for hundreds of years. As a 
beautiful piece of nature that is readily available to them, 
it makes sense that artists �ind inspiration in it. The 
repeated use of the �lower as a subject is no issue, as it is 
more a way for artists to showcase their skills and own 
personal style. Most artists throughout time could depict 
the �lower in this way, with no issues of a deeper meaning 
being seen behind it, just painting a �lower to be a �lower. 
Most these artists however, are what are considered the 
traditional artist: a straight, white, male. When so called 
nontraditional artists use the �lower as a subject, they are 
not able to simply depict a �lower to be a �lower. Instead 
of just using the subject to exhibit their skills and style, 
much more is read into it. In the works of art with the 
�lower as a subject of Georgia O’Keeffe and Robert 
Mapplethorpe, the �lower is seen as having a deeper 
meaning; being a symbol of sexuality.
History of the Flower
Throughout the history of art, the �lower is seen as a 
motif, appearing as a subject for countless works of art
Flower paintings are more about showcasing the skills 
and personal style of the artist than the subject itself
Flowers began as a subject that was considered to be 
most suited for women painters, as they are simple 
everyday subjects
Women have been associated with �lowers since 
classical times
   •Virgin Mary with the lily
   •Floral metaphors for women’s genitals, as seen  
     in Manet’s Olympia
   •“De�lowered” as a synonym for a woman losing  
     her virginity
   •Seen today as being feminine
•••
•
Georgia O’Keeffe
Georgia O’Keeffe met Alfred Stieglitz in 1916, from then 
on he had a lasting impact on her work and life in 
general leading to their eventual marriage
His ideas that O’Keeffe’s �lower paintings have sexual 
connotations had an in�luence on how she and her 
works were perceived
   •The paintings were said to embody    
     womanhood
   •The �lowers were seen as directly symbolizing  
     vaginas
Stieglitz photographed O’Keeffe in front of her 
paintings in a sexual manner, reinforcing his ideas 
about the sexuality in her work
These sexual ideas spread from Steiglitz to his critic 
friends and then to other critics
O’Keeffe herself stated consistently throughout her 
career that she did not intend for her paintings to have 
any sexuality present
As a woman, O’Keeffe does not �it the norms of what 
a traditional artist is: a straight, white, male. So, her 
biography was read into her work, lending to these 
sexual ideas surrounding her �lower paintings.
•
•
•
••
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Georgia O’Keeffe, Black Iris III, 1926
Jean DeBiasse | Dr. Ashley Busby
Department of Art History
Susquehanna University, Selinsgrove, Pa 17870
Drohojowska-Philp, Hunter. Full Bloom: The Art and Life of Georgia  
 O’Keeffe. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2004.
Ewing, William A. Flora Photographica: Masterpieces of Flower   
 Photography 1835 to the Present. London: Thames and 
Hudson Ltd., 1991.
Farago, Jason. “Erotic Blooms: The Sex Appeal of Flowers.”  British  
 Broadcasting Corporation, http://www.bbc.com/culture/sto 
 ry/20160303-erotic-blooms-the-sex-appeal-of-�lowers   
 (accessed March 30, 2016).
Grad, Bonnie L. “Georgie O’Keeffe’s Lawrencean Vision.” Archives of  
 American Art Journal 38, no. 3/4 (1998): 2-19.
Hoffman, Katherine. An Enduring Spirit: The Art of Georgia O’Keeffe.  
 New Jersey: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1984.
 “In Focus: Robert Mapplethorpe.” The J. Paul Getty Museum,   
 http://www.getty.edu/art/exhibitions/focus_mapplethorpe/  
 (accessed March 30, 2016).
Jones, Amelia. Sexual Politics: Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party in Feminist  
 Art History. Los Angeles: UCLA at the Armand Hammer   
 Museum of Art and Cultural Center, 1996.
“Judy Chicago,” The Art Story: Modern Art Insight, http://ww  
 w.theartstory.org/artist-chicago-judy-artworks.htm#pnt_2
Lynes, Barbara Buhler. “Georgia O’Keeffe and Feminism: A Problem  
 of Position.” 
Marshall, Richard. Robert Mapplethorpe. New York: Whitney   
 Museum of American Art, 1988.
Martineau, Paul and Britt Salvesen. Robert Mapplethorpe: The Photo 
 graphs. Los Angeles: The Getty Research Institute, 2016.
Steiner, Wendy. The Scandal of Pleasure: Art in an Age of Fundamen 
 talism. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995.
Terpak, Frances and Michelle Brunnick. Robert Mapplethorpe: The  
 Archive. Los Angeles: The Getty Research Institute, 2016.
Tøjner, Poul Erik and Ernst Jonas Bencard. The Flower as Image.   
 Denmark: Rosendahls Bogtrykkeri, 2004.
References
Robert Mapplethorpe
Robert Mapplethorpe, Calla Lily, 1988
During the 1970’s, there was a movement of sexual 
revolution that Robert Mapplethorpe took part in
Mapplethorpe was a part of the homosexual group and 
a subgroup of this called sadomasochism, which was 
associated with leather and bondage
Mapplethorpe photographed his group in way that was 
visually compelling and aesthetically pleasing, despite 
the controversial erotic subject matter
Mapplethorpe wished to document these scenes of his 
world in a way that focuses on the beauty he sees, not 
the eroticism
Mapplethorpe later shot photos of �lowers that were 
received by critics as having the same sexual qualities 
as his erotic photos
Incorporating many of the same visual elements, 
Mapplethorpe was hoping for viewers to see the beauty 
of how both the erotic and �lower photos were shot
Mapplethorpe wished for the �lower photos to change 
how viewers saw his erotic photos, but most viewers 
saw the exact opposite
As an openly homosexual man, Mapplethorpe does 
not �it the norms of what a traditional artist is: a 
straight, white, male. So, his biography and past 
photos were read into his work, lending to these 
sexual ideas surrounding his �lower photos.
••
•
•
•
•
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Robert Mapplethorpe, Dan S., 1980
